Strangulation of pregnant woman leads to one first-degree murder indictment for the death of the mother: a medicolegal reconsideration of maternal/fetal/homicide.
A Hispanic woman, 7 1/4, to 7 1/2 lunar months pregnant, was strangled to death by her common-law husband. After receiving information from an informant, a reporter uncovered the remains of the woman and fetus in a grave in a river bank near Eloy, Arizona. The remains were submitted by local law enforcement officials to the forensic pathologist for medicolegal examination. After this analysis, they were turned over to the consulting forensic anthropologist for positive identification of the mother and for fetal age determination to assess possible viability. During the 1970s and 1980s, viability for a fetus of this age was thought possible, although not probable. Prosecution of the common-law husband on the charge of first-degree murder of his wife was successful, whereas a comparable charge for the fetus was not sought. Many issues are raised, including gestational age estimation in relation to fetal viability. Fetal age is reassessed by means of measurements from diaphyseal lengths. These measurements allowed for comparability of fetal age estimations between published studies, with discussion of changing dates of fetal viability made possible through technologic advances. Because fetal viability changes with these advances, it is necessary to establish and update the guidelines for medicolegal practice.